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3. Is The Mahdi Superior To The Masih?

The Sunnah of Prophet Muhammad, sallallahu ‘alaihi wa alihi, is that only the best of the Ummah should
be their khalifah. Shaykh Ibn Taymiyyah (d. 728 H) confirms:
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In this report is the declaration of ‘Umar among the Muhajirun and the Ansar that Abu Bakr was the
sayyid of the Muslims and the best of them, and the most beloved of them to the Messenger of Allah.
This is the reason for pledging allegiance to him. So, he (‘Umar) said, “Rather, we will pledge allegiance
to you because you are our sayyid, and the best of us, and the most beloved of us to the Messenger of
Allah, peace be upon him”. He wanted to make clear through it that: WHAT IS ORDAINED IS TO GIVE
AUTHORITY TO THE BEST, and you are the best of us. So, we will pledge allegiance to you.1

‘Umar considered Abu Bakr to have been the best of the Ummah after the Messenger’s death; and on
that account, he campaigned the khilafah for him. Whether he was correct in his assessment or not has
been answered in detail in our first book ‘Ali: The Best of the Sahabah and in our second, On the
Khilafah of ‘Ali over Abu Bakr. What is important here is: why will Prophet ‘Isa, ‘alaihi al-salam, submit to
the authority of the Mahdi, ‘alaihi al-salam? After all, the Mahdi will be the Imam of the Ummah while the
Masih will be a member of it. The Mahdi will be the amir of the believers; and the Masih will be one of
those believers. The Mahdi will rule the earth by kingdom, and ‘Isa b. Maryam will be one of his subjects.
Since the Masih is a prophet, why will he submit the authority to the Mahdi, a non-prophet, and take

orders from him? Will ‘Isa consider himself better to the Mahdi or vice versa?

It is highly tempting to think that the Masih will be under the Mahdi against his will; that is, he will be the
best, but will be disqualified from leadership due to his tribe. Prophet ‘Isa is an Israilite while the amirs of
this Ummah can only come from the tribe of Quraysh. However, this would be a very weak excuse. If
Allah had wanted, He could have made an exception for the Masih, in view of his special circumstance.
For instance, that authentic hadith could have read: “The Imams are from Quraysh, except ‘Isa b.
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Maryam.” The fact that our Lord has made no such exception shows that there really is no need for it.
Islam is not a tribal religion; and Allah will never compromise quality for tribal affiliations. He has fixed
the Imamah within the tribe of Quraysh only because He has also placed the best of us amongst them.
Therefore, the best of Quraysh at each point in time is also always the best of Allah’s creation at that
period. That best of Quraysh, of course, is then the chosen, rightful khalifah, even if people reject his
authority. Apparently, Allah has made no exception for Prophet ‘Isa because the rule of the Mahdi over
him does not upset or compromise the requirements of khilafah. Imam al-Mahdi will be the best of
Quraysh, and therefore the best of creation. He will thereby be the rightful amir over all humans and

non-humans. In simpler words, the Mahdi will be superior to the Masih in rank before Allah.

It is perhaps in recognition of this fact that Ibn Sirrin (d. 110 H), one of the earliest and best Sunni
scholars — from the senior Tabi’in — declared that the Mahdi is “superior to some prophets”. However,
this view of his does not represent that of the mainstream Ahl al-Sunnah, despite his extremely high
status among them. The orthodox Sunni position is that ‘Isa is vastly superior to the Mahdi. He is a
prophet and the Mahdi is not. To them, every prophet is superior to every non-prophet till the Day of a/-
Qiyamah. Therefore, going by their submission, in the Mahdi-Masih case, quality will be compromised

for tribal affiliations.

The primary Sunni evidence for the superiority of all prophets over all non-prophets — as we have
confirmed repeatedly from some of their anti-Shi’i debaters — are these verses:
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And that was Our Hujjah which We gave Ibrahim against his people. We raise whom We will in ranks.
Certainly your Lord is All-Wise, All-Knowing. And We bestowed upon him Ishaq and Ya'qub, each of
them We guided — and We guided Nuh before (him) — and among his offspring were Dawud,
Sulayman, Ayub, Yusuf, Musa, and Harun — thus do We reward the good-doers — and Zakariyyah,
Yahya, ‘ISA and llyas — each one of them was of the righteous — and Isma’il, al-Yasa’, Yunus and
Luiz; AND EACH ONE OF THEM WE MADE SUPERIOR ABOVE THE WORLDS.2

This passage gives the names of only eighteen prophets — including ‘Isa b. Maryam — and states that
Allah “made” each of them superior above the worlds. There is no reference to the other prophets —
whether generally or specifically. As such, the verses cannot be used for all prophets. Meanwhile, the
last part above also has the same wording as that of this ayah:
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And indeed, We gave the offspring of Israil the Book, and authority and prophethood, and We provided
them with good things, AND WE MADE THEM SUPERIOR ABOVE THE WORLDS.3

So, what are these verses saying? That the eighteen prophets are superior above all creatures, and
above Muhammad and the other prophets that are not mentioned, till the Qiyamah? That the Israilites
are better than all non-Israilites till the end of time? Perhaps, we should let the Messenger of Allah

provide the answers. Imam al-Hakim (d. 403 H) records:
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Abu ‘Abd Allah Muhammad b. ‘Abd Allah al-Zaid al-Isbahani — Ahmad b. Yunus al-Dhabi — Abu Badr
Shuja’ b. al-Walid — Ziyad b. Khaythamah — his father — Ibn ‘Umar, may Allah be pleased with them
both:

The Messenger of Allah, peace be upon him, said: “Verily, there are worshippers of Allah who are
neither prophets nor martyrs. The martyrs and the prophets will envy them on the Day of a/-
Qiyamah DUE TO THEIR CLOSENESS TO ALLAH THE MOST HIGH AND THEIR STATUS TO HIM ...
They are the awliya of Allah the Almighty, those upon whom no fear shall come, nor shall they

grieve.”4

Al-Hakim comments:

This hadith has a sahih chain but they (i.e. al-Bukhari and Muslim) both have not recorded it.5

Imam al-Dhahabi (d. 748 H) agrees:
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While analyzing this same hadith, ‘Allamah al-Albani (d. 1420 H) says:
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Al-Hakim recorded it in a/-Mustadrak ... and said: “It has a sahih chain but they both have not recorded
it” and al-Dhahabi agreed with him. | say: It is as they both have said (i.e. it truly has a sahih
chain).7

In other words, the awliya of Allah will have ranks and positions on the Day of a/-Qiyamah which even
prophets and martyrs will envy.

It must be noted that “envy” in Arabic is of two types: al-hasad and al-ghabls. Imam Ibn al-Athir (d. 606
H), a top Sunni hadith linguist, explains both:
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Al-Hasad: a man sees a blessing of his brother and wishes that he (i.e. his brother) loses it and it

becomes his own instead.

Al-Ghabr: to wish to have the like of it (i.e. the blessing of his brother) without wishing that he (i.e. the
brother) loses it.8

The hadith has adopted the second word to describe the envy of the prophets and martyrs. Therefore, it
is the good envy, and not the sinful type. The prophets and martyrs will wish to also have the like of the
ranks of the awliya on the Day of a/-Qiyamah, along with them. It is apparent from the hadith that the
prophets and martyrs will not be able to reach the level of the awliya — in terms of status and nearness to
Allah — and will wish to do so. This confirms absolutely the superiority of these awliya over the prophets
and martyrs.

Imam Abu Dawud (d. 275 H) as well documents:
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Zuhayr b. Harb and ‘Uthman b. Abi Shaybah — Jarir — ‘Amarah b. al-Qa’ga’ — Abu Zur’ah b. ‘Amr b. Jarir
— ‘Umar b. al-Kharziab:

The Prophet, peace be upon him, said: “Verily, among the worshippers of Allah are people who are
neither prophets nor martyrs. The prophets and the martyrs will envy them on the Day of a/-
Qiyamah DUE TO THEIR POSITION TO ALLAH THE MOST HIGH.” They asked, “O Messenger of



Allah, inform us about them?” He replied, “They are a people who love one another with the Spirit of
Allah, despite that they are not related by blood and do not give wealth to one another. | swear by Allah,
their faces surely will be light, and they will be upon light. They will not fear when the people will fear,
and they will not grieve when the people grieve.” Then, he recited this verse {No doubt! Verily, the
awliya of Allah, no fear shall come upon them nor shall they grieve}.9

And al-Albani declares:
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This shows that they will have a “position” to Allah which the prophets and martyrs will lack. Imam Abu

Ya'la (d. 307 H) has a similar hadith too:
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‘Abd al-Rahman b. Salih al-Azdi — Muhammad b. Fudhayl — ‘Amarah — Abu Zur’ah — Abu Hurayrah:

The Messenger of Allah, peace be upon him, said: “Verily, there are certain worshippers of Allah. The
prophets and martyrs will envy them.” It was said, “Who are they, so that we may love them?” He
replied, “They are a people who love one another with the Light of Allah, despite having no blood
relationship. Their faces will be light, and they will be upon pulpits of light. They will not fear if the people
fear and they will not grieve if the people grieve.” Then he recited {No doubt! Verily, the awliya of Allah,

no fear shall come upon them nor shall they grieve} [Yunus: 62]11

Dr. Asad says:
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Its chain is sahih12

‘Allamah al-Albani also submits concerning the riwayah:
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| say: Its chain is sahih upon the standard of the two Shaykhs. 13

Elsewhere, the ‘Allamah says about this same hadiith:
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And Shaykh al-Arnaufsl concurs with him:
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Its chain is sahih15

With this, it is clear that the Messenger of Allah declared some awliya to be superior in rank above
prophets and martyrs. This means that ‘Isa’s nubuwwah is not sufficient evidence of his alleged
superiority over Imam al-Mahdi. Moreover, Allah Himself will “send” the Mahdi to be the Imam and amir
— and therefore the best — of some of those same aw/iya whose status with Allah will make prophets and

martyrs envy them on the Day of al-Qiyamah.
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